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THE  LIGHT  THAT  WILL  NOT  BE  EXTINGUISHED 

"The   light  shines  on  in  the  davk3   and 
the  darkness  has  never  quenched  it.  " 
(John   1:5  NEB) 


In  holy  Scripture  the  Christmas  drama  is  brief 
and  to  the  point.   Of  the  ten  hundred  and  eighty-nine 
chapters  in  the  Bible  only  five  deal  directly  with  the 
Nativity  of  Christ.   One  might  easily  conclude  from 
these  figures  that  Christians  make  too  much  of  Christ- 
mas . 

In  order  to  defend  ourselves  against  the  charge 
of  undue  emphasis  we  tend  to  overs t age  the  drama  and 
falsely  glamorize  the  facts.  Never  was  a  star  so 
bright,  we  say;  a  maiden  so  fair;  a  child  so  sweet; 
an  inn  so  heartless;  a  king  so  insecure.  Never  were 
shepherds  so  devout,  or  wise  men  so  committed  to  the 
search  for  truth. 

Such  exaggerations  can  be  forgiven  as  poetic 
license.   Nonetheless,  they  do  the  cause  a  grave  dis- 
service.  And  this  because  they  divert  attention  from 
the  essence  of  Christmas  to  the  accidents  of  Christmas. 
Christmas  will  always  seem  overdone  until  we  recognize 
that  God  is  the  primary  subject,  and  that  its  primary 
intent  is  to  deliver  men  from  the  grip  and  power  of- 
sin. 

Take  a  look  at  Christmas  through  the  wide-angle 
lens  of  the  prologue  to  John's  Gospel.   How  could  one 
possibly  exaggerate  this?   "The  light  shines  in  the 
darkness  and  the  darkness  does  not  overcome  it."  (John 
1:5)   "The  light  shines  in  the  darkness,  and  the  dark- 
ness did  not  master  it;  has  never  quenched  it;  has  not 
overwhelmed  it;  has  never  put  it  out;  a  light  that 
darkness  could  not  over-power.   Mof f et ,  New  English 
Bible,  Montgomery,  Goodspeed,  Phillips,  New  Jerusalem 
Bible,  say  it  how  you  will.   This  is  not  just  good  news 


This  is  positively  the  best  news  ever  heralded  in 
human  earl   "The  light  shines  in  the  darkness  and  the 
darkness  does  not  overcome  it." 


This  light  had  been  reverently  anticipated.  There 
is  a  special  sense  in  which  there  was  "night"  before 
Christmas.   A  time  when  God's  will  was  veiled  in  in- 
scrutable mystery.   When  man's  duty  was  overlaid  with 
a  baffling  and  life-destroying  legalism.   It  is  im- 
possible for  the  world  to  be  pre-Christmas  again, 
living  as  it  does  on  this  side  of  Bethlehem.   But  it 
is  hardly  a  speculation  to  say  that  did  our  Bible  end 
at  Malachi  we  would  be  the  poorer  for  it.   How  differ- 
ent would  be  our  view  of  how  God  works  in  history? 
Our  understanding  of  mercy?   Our  attitude  toward  oth- 
ers?  Our  approach  to  death? 

Across  the  years  prophets  spoke  and  pointed.  The 
seed  of  the  woman  would  bruise  the  serpent's  head.  The 
prince  of  peace  would  come.   A  light  would  shine  to 
pale  all  other  lights.   "Prepare  ye  the  way  of  the 
Lord,"  they  cried.   (Mai  3:1) 

And  then  it  happened!   In  the  fullness  of  time 
Jesus  came.   The  God  who  created  would  also  redeem.  As 
Paul  put  it:   "For  it  is  God  who  said,  'Let  light  shine 
out  of  darkness , '  who  has  shone  in  our  hearts  to  give 
the  light  of  the  knowledge  of  the  glory  of  God  in  the 
face  of  Christ."   (II  Cor.  4:6)   This  is  the  final 
amazement.   What  more  could  God  say?  What  more  could 
God  do?   To  see  this  is  to  see  it  all.   Well  might 
Simeon  have  said  when  he  saw  the  infant  Jesus,  "Lord, 
now  lettest  thou  thy  servant  depart  in  peace,  accord- 
ing to  thy  word;  for  mine  eyes  have  seen  thy  salvation 
which  thou  hast  prepared  in  the  presence  of  all  peo- 
ples ,  a  light  for  revelation  to  the  Gentiles ,  and  for 
the  glory  of  thy  people  Israel."   (Lk  2:29) 

The  Nicene  Creed  struggles  to  bottle  this  heady 
brew.  "I  believe  in  one  Lord  Jesus  Christ,  the  only 
begotten  Son  of  God,  begotten  of  his  father  before  all 
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worlds;  God  of  God,  light  of  light,  very  God  of  very 
God." 

"The  light  shines  in  the  darkness,  and  the  dark- 
ness has  never  quenched  it."  The  Greek  suggests  a 
light  that  is  continuously  present.  Not  that  the  dark- 
ness hasn't  tried  to  extinguish  it.   Herod  drenched 
the  countryside  roundabout  in  blood  trying  to  put 
out  that  light.   In  Nazareth  they  sought  to  push  Jesus 
over  a  cliff  to  snuff  out  that  light.  Eventually  they 
impaled  him  on  a  cross.   Sporadically  in  history  waves 
of  desperate  persecution  have  been  unleashed  against 
his  followers  who  claim  to  be  the  bearers  of  that 
light . 

But  always  the  light  out-lives  the  darkness.  After 
the  holy  family  had  gone  into  Egypt  for  security  rea- 
sons an  angel  came  to  Joseph  in  a  dream  in  Egypt  and 
said,  "Rise,  take  the  child  and  his  mother  and  go  to 
the  land  of  Israel,  for  those  who  sought  the  child's 
life  are  dead."  (Mat  2:20)   This  is  the  verdict  of 
history  in  every  generation.   Tyrant  after  tyrant, 
opposition  after  opposition,  "those  who  sought  the 
child's  life  are  dead."   The  darkness  does  its  worst 
against  the  light  but  the  darkness  never  prevails. 

For  our  own  soul's  good  we  should  ponder  more 
often  the  persistence  of  that  light.  I  wonder  some- 
times which  is  the  greater  marvel,  that  the  light 
came,  or  that  the  light  stays. 

There  was  a  clock  advertised  this  Christmas  for 
the  family  that  has  everything.   The  ads  referred  to 
it  as  a  Tide  Clock.   Those  of  us  who  have  ever  done 
any  swimming  at  the  sea-shore  know  how  important  it  is 
to  know  when  high-tide  and  low-tide  will  occur.   If 
you  like  to  go  clamming  you  must  go  when  the  tide  is 
out.   Boating  enthusiasts  must  not  ignore  the  tides. 
Only  a  few  of  us  are  aware  of  the  existence  of  lunar 
time.   Our  watches  and  calendars,  indeed,  the  basic 
calculations  of  our  lives,  are,  almost  without  excep- 
tion, tied  to  solar  time.   For  a  modest  cash  outlay 
one  can  purchase  a  clock  that  gives  lunar  time.   The 
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hand  on  this  clock  comes  full  circle  every  twelve  hours 
and  twenty-five  minutes.   A  glance  will  tell  you  how 
close  you  are  either  to  the  incoming  tide  or  the  tide 
that  is  going  out. 

There  is  another  force  in  the  world  beside  the 
force  of  darkness.   As  the  news  breaks  in  upon  us  we 
tend  to  be  highly  conscious  of  the  atrocities,  the 
brutalities,  the  defections  of  history;  the  injustice, 
the  violence,  all  manner  of  sin  -  personal  and  corpo- 
rate.  But  are  we  sufficiently  aware  of  that  stubborn, 
persistent,  inextinguishable  light  that  shines  and 
keeps  on  shining? 

Yes,  there  is  war;  but  there  are  also  peacemakers. 
Yes ,  there  are  broken  homes  by  the  thousands ;  but 
there  are  also  social  workers  who  care.   Yes,  there  is 
disease;  but  there  are  also  hospitals  and  doctors  and 
research  teams.   Yes,  there  is  widespread  ignorance; 
but  there  are  also  schools  and  teachers.   Yes,  there 
are  unfair  laws,  and  glaring  flaws  in  the  judicial 
process ;  but  there  are  also  lawyers  and  other  con- 
cerned citizens  who  work  diligently  for  reform.   Yes, 
there  is  pornographic  literature  flooding  from  un- 
principled presses;  but  there  is  also  the  Bible.   I 
learned  just  the  other  day  to  the  strengthening  of  my 
own  heart  that  Good  News  for  Modern  Man,  the  paperback 
version  of  the  Bible  put  out  by  the  American  Bible 
Society,  is  the  best  selling  paperback  in  all  the 
history  of  the  publishing  business! 

Let's  not  focus  on  the  darkness  so  intently  that 
we  fail  to  see  that  the  light  that  visited  us  in  Beth- 
lehem years  ago  is  burning  still.   We  have  all  had  the 
experience  of  trying  to  put  out  one  of  those  3-way 
lights.   Each  turn  of  the  switch  only  made  the  bulb 
shine  brighter.   So  it  is  with  Christ.   He  goes  from 
brightness  to  brightness.   But  the  analogy  is  flawed. 
There  is  no  turn  of  the  switch  in  which  this  light 
finally  goes  off.   It  took  us  only  three  hours  to 
crucify  him,  but  for  two  thousand  years  now  we  have 
tried  in  vain  to  rid  ourselves  of  his  troubling  pres- 
ence.  "The  light  shines  in  the  darkness  and  the 
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darkness  does  not  overcome  it." 


To  be  perfectly  fair  and  honest  about  it,  the 
light  hasn't  overwhelmed  the  darkness  either.  It's  no 
rout  either  way.   Only  the  most  stubborn  optimist 
would  contend  otherwise.   It  is  so  easy  these  days  to 
confuse  nature  and  condition,  to  feel  that  because  we 
have  improved  our  living  conditions  -  with  the  refrig- 
erator and  the  freezer  and  the  television  set  -  we  have 
also  improved  human  nature. 

The  outcome,  however,  is  not  in  doubt.   The  Scrip- 
tures do  not  teach  an  eternal  dualism,  an  unending  en- 
tanglement of  light  and  darkness.   Rather  the  Scrip- 
tures in  general  and  Jesus  in  particular  proclaim  the 
ultimate  triumph  of  the  light. 

Don't  be  put  off  by  the  fact  that  this  is  a  gen- 
tle, patient,  kindly  light  that  exposes  and  beckons, 
lures  and  leads  us  on.   The  ultima cy  of  this  light  is 
assured.   In  the  beginning  -  God;  in  the  middle  - 
God;  at  the  end  -  God  too!   Our  position  is  about  like 
that  of  the  writer  of  the  Epistle  to  the  Hebrews : 
"As  it  is,  we  do  not  yet  see  everything  in  subjection 
to  him.   But  we  see  Jesus..."  (Heb.  2:8-9a)   That  is, 
we  see  the  one  in  whom  this  light  has  been  most  ra- 
diantly embodied.   We  see  in  him  the  nature  of  the 
kingdom  that  shall  come,  the  light  that  is  destined 
to  prevail. 


"The  light  shines  in  the  darkness  and  the  dark- 
ness does  not  overcome  it.   These  words  evoke  deci- 
sion.  In  fact,  they  demand  decision.   We  read  in  the 
Scriptures  of  the  wise  men  that  "being  warned  of  God 
in  a  dream  they  departed  to  their  own  country  another 
way."  (Mat  2:12)   No  man,  no  woman,  no  boy,  no  girl 
can  return  from  Christmas  as  they  came.   Decision  is 
laid  upon  us . 
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Like  Herod,  we  can  respond  with  hostile  opposi- 
tion.  Witness  the  state  atheism  of  the  Soviet  Union. 
Or,  like  Scrooge,  we  can  hear  the  message  of  this 
light,  go  back  to  counting  our  money  and  possessions 
and  shout  in  self-defence,  "Bah!  Humbug!"   Or,  we 
can  welcome  and  embrace  the  light  that  has  visited 
us  in  Christ.   We  can  hail  it  as  the  master  clue  to 
ultimate  reality.   We  can  receive  it  for  ourselves 
and  reflect  it  for  the  good  of  others.   We  can  bet 
our  very  souls  upon  it. 

"The  light  shines  in  the  darkness  and  the  dark- 
ness does  not  overcome  it."  What  do  you  do  with  that? 
How  are  you  returning  from  Bethlehem? 


"To  every  man  there  openeth 
A  Way ,  and  Ways ,  and  a  Way , 
And  the  High  Soul  climbs  the  High  Way 
And  the  Low  Soul  gropes  the  Low, 
And  in  between,  on  the  misty  flats, 
The  rest  drift  to  and  fro. 
But  to  every  man  there  openeth 
A  High  Way,  and  a  Low, 
And  every  man  decideth 
The  Way  his  soul  shall  go."-1- 

Closing  Prayer 

Lord  for  the  mercy  that  keeps  giving 
and  forgiving  and  never  gives  us  up; 

for  the  love  that  precedes  and  follows 
and  surrounds  us  all  our  days ; 

for  the  light  that  falls  upon  our 
way  and  leads  us  out  of  our  assorted  prisons; 
we  give  Thee  our  most  hearty  thanks. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  Our  Lord.   Amen 

FOOTNOTES : 


Selected  Poems  of  John  Qxemham,  p.  47,  edited  by 
Charles  L.  Wallis ,  Harper  £  Bros.,  New  York,  1941 
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